Egg-load is a cue for offspring sex ratio adjustment in a fig-pollinating wasp with male-eggs-first sex allocation.
Fig-pollinating wasps (Agaonidae) only reproduce within fig-tree inflorescences (figs). Agaonid offspring sex ratios are usually female-biased and often concur with local mate competition theory (LMC). LMC predicts less female-bias when several foundresses reproduce in a fig due to reduced relatedness among intra-sexually competing male offspring. Clutch size, the offspring produced by each foundress, is a strong predictor of agaonid sex ratios and correlates negatively with foundress number. However, clutch size variation can result from several processes including egg-load (eggs within a foundress), competition among foundresses and oviposition site limitation, each of which can be used as a sex allocation cue. We introduced into individual Ficus racemosa figs single Ceratosolen fusciceps foundresses and allowed each to oviposit from zero to five hours thus variably reducing their eggs-loads, and then introduced each wasp individually into a second fig. Offspring sex ratio (proportion males) in second figs correlated negatively with clutch size, with males produced even in very small clutches. C. fusciceps lay mainly male eggs first then female eggs. Our results demonstrate that foundresses do not generally lay or attempt to lay a 'fixed' number of males, but do 're-set to zero' their sex allocation strategy on entering a second fig. With decreasing clutch size gall failure increased, probably due to reduced pollen. We conclude that C. fusciceps foundresses can use their own egg-loads as a cue to facultatively adjust their offspring sex ratios, and that foundresses may also produce more 'insurance' males when they can predict increasing rates of offspring mortality.